This article presents the inter-disciplinary improvised performance series Shared Agendas, an annual event at the University of Otago, Aotearoa New Zealand, as a vehicle for reinforcing effective democratic community interaction. I am referring to interaction that is inclusive, open, non-hierarchical, non-judgemental and socially responsive and responsible. In couching these inclusive spontaneous events as a form of academic meeting, where members work together to solve problems and find a common ground of understanding or agreement, I contend that the artists involved are practising the kind of socially concerned democratic process that we might wish for all groups, organisations or nation states worldwide. Dance therapist Adwoa Lemieux (1988) suggests that, within a danced improvisation, any difficulties and conflicts of interest are evident, physical, real, immediate and therefore immediately resolvable. In this form of community engagement, the conversation is directed towards co-operation, mutual sharing and communication between the performers, technical personnel and the viewers as active critical witnesses. Because of the intense engagement and preoccupation with the process by all participants, including the audience, this kind of performance meeting becomes what Schechner (1988) terms, a 'living entity' or microcosm of society. In describing this theatre of inter-relationship, I draw on the literatures of art and social justice theory, deep ecology, cognitive biology, somatics, perception psychology, education and dance in order to support this discussion.
Preamble
Around 20 years ago, as I was preparing to move to Dunedin from Auckland to take up my current position, I received a strange phone call on our yacht landline asking what I, as the new dance lecturer, was planning for Dance's slot in the Allen Hall Lunchtime Theatre programme. Having no idea what this was, I spontaneously announced that it would be called Visitations (since I thought my contract would be temporary), and it would be a totally improvised inter-disciplinary event (prompted by the kind of work I had been making and teaching) involving members of staff from across a number of science and arts disciplines and other local artists (who I had yet to meet). And so what later became known as Shared Agendas-an annual improvised performance series-was born.
The name Shared Agendas came about when, a year later, I wrote a paper proposing this kind of cross-disciplinary activity as a legitimate alternative form of academic meeting (East, 1998) . At the time, I was less concerned about the implications for social justice and the practice of democracy and more with how our spontaneous events might encourage deeper levels of cross-disciplinary understanding and collegiality amongst the academic community of performing arts.
We know that communities are created as people share common interests, goals and values and seek communion with each other in order to validate themselves as individuals and group members. In the case of Shared Agendas, we are critical thinkers, artists and educators seeking to further our art form and philosophical thinking-and to maintain our sense of community despite our busy teaching schedules and publishing obligations. We are researchers, some of whom are investigating artistic and educational aspects of improvised performance. As we seek to maintain a community of practice, we know that there are often deeply significant discoveries to be made from embarking on this largely non-verbal dialogue between artistic languages. These somatosensory realms have become the next frontier of dance research as we join forces with neurologists, perception psychologists and social justice theorists adding to dance's ever-widening academic sphere.
In this article I will contend that, in the words of artist Pablo Helguera (2011) , "conversation [s, such as that between SA performers, are] the centre of sociality, of collective understanding and organisation" (p. 40) and that "opening a discursive space gives others the opportunity to insert their contents into the structure … [and] the freedom to shape the exchange" (p. 48). Similarly, Danielle Goldman (2010) contends that "the practice of improvisation is politically powerful as a mode of making oneself ready [for the active promotion of freedom, and] maintaining agency" (p. 142). As a dancer I am also aware of the body as a political site of knowledge and a contested place of personal ownership, freedom and power. In my view, rather than through military intervention or government decree, the body as a sensuous place of knowing is where democratic progress resides globally in the immediate future.
About Shared Agendas
I have co-ordinated the SA events since their inception and participated in every performance. While participants vary somewhat from year to year, a core of musicians and dancers have returned annually since Shared Agendas' somewhat accidental inception. They are comprised of staff and occasional senior students from the faculties of Dance, Theatre, Music and Design plus professional performers and visiting local and international guest artists. One interesting feature of the performances is that they are held each year over two consecutive days-our challenge being to treat each day's event afresh by exploring new material. New participants slot in and learn from regular members and, while the venue (a small teaching theatre with flexible seating) has remained consistent each year, the spatial configuration and scenographic elements change according to the whims of the participating student production team. While earlier events were structured as separate 'conversations' between selected dancers, musicians or technical staff, their names often drawn from a hat by an audience member, there has been a gradual loosening of the programme to the point where members simply show up, plug in or warm up and begin. In order to illustrate what may take place, I recount my memory of the most recent, May 2016, SA performance series.
My colleague from Theatre Studies has opened today's event from a front seat in the audience with a spontaneous sermon about endangered species. I listen for a while then (completely unplanned) approach him on all fours, burying my head in his lap and roaring aggressively. He chooses to ignore me, and I eventually wander off the stage, which has now been entered by another dancer performing graceful 'humanoid' dance-like steps, runs and falls. The musicians, situated at all four corners of the stage, have begun a series of delicate interactions between them. Picking up on the dance action, the bass player introduces a strong rhythmic beat that draws more dancers into the space where we spontaneously build an ensemble of moves by borrowing, developing, repeating each other in time to the music … and so on. It would seem important also to mention the audience who come, some year after year, to witness and enjoy these events. While anyone is welcome they do not, in any way, represent a cross-section of Dunedin society. Instead, one might say they belong to the privileged culturally diverse middle class of the university's staff and student population. Their purpose in attending is based purely on personal interest and enjoyment-rather than any concern for democratic process.
Yet, what they witness are dancers, actors and musicians with a wide diversity of physical abilities and ethnic backgrounds purposefully and playfully engaging with each other. Perhaps the subliminal message is that absolute freedom to choose does not necessarily produce chaos. That, where there is a common will, democracy will prevail-and all with very good humour!
Performing democracy
I named this article Rehearsing Democracy because it has always seemed to me that during this spontaneous participatory engagement with members of the university community we are modelling a way of being with each other that has all of the features of good governance, social responsibility and healthy community When taken to the extreme, absolute freedom to act without constraint or rules and even to thwart another's action could be considered to lead to rebellion or uprising. Here the ultimate unspoken agreement is to work together to find an outcome or resolution. Any extreme behaviour becomes only one of the actions that are taking place and may be diffused through being ignored or tactfully redirected by other participants. In a truly democratic process, elements of trust and support, cooperation and collegiality sit alongside provocation and discomfort or edginess while active engagement and dialogue are commonly stated agents of empowerment and transformation (Knight, 2015 i ).
Activities 
Playfulness and social responsibility
This interactive engagement is also characterised by playfulness-another axiom of this form of spontaneous performance activity. It is well recognised within early education that playfulness leads to discovery and is, I contend, as important for academic adults as for pre-schoolers. According to Madison (2012) , to be playful means that it is safe to take risks, to act foolishly, to disregard any need for competence and to abandon competitiveness and self-importance. Gardner (1994) espouses a strong link between an individual's development through play and that of social responsibility when he states that "the play impulse [ultimately] becomes the art impulse … when it is illumined by a growing participation in the social consciousness and a growing sense of the common worth of things" (p. 166). In describing 'play' as "a free activity where one makes one's own rules" (p. 13) and where the performer is "author of his own actions" (p. 118), Schechner (1988) is linking play and individual freedom. While Dewey (1916) suggests that "work which remains permeated with the play attitude is art-in quality if not in conventional designation" (p. 206). It is part of any community building process. As one tunes their senses to the playful actions and sounds around them there is a diminishing of the ego-self into a merging of action/thought/sound/world, the result of which is often a kind of post-show euphoria that has been likened by writers, such as
Francisco Varela (1999) , to heightened spiritual awareness. 
Working towards a common goal
In the SA events there would seem to be an optimum number of participants, usually around 10 or 12, beyond which things can get 'messy' and beneath which individuals have to work hard to keep the conversations alive. Likewise, Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi (1993) contends that there is an ideal sized group or 'social unit' within which members may practise "[working towards] a common goal, by doing what he or she knows best" (p. 286). The aim is making a difference to the group, company or community within which they live and work. In this working group (or "evolutionary cell", as he calls it), individual interests are merged with the best interests of humanity and life as a whole. In this way an "evolutionary fellowship"
is established that has links with other groups and which models a way of working and being together (p. 287). Likewise, Suzi Gablik (2004) Lemieux (1988) writes of learning to trust this process and suggests that holding on to an agenda may narrow the focus and negate many possibilities. Within "a spectrum of 'appropriate and inappropriate' actions" (Reedy, 1991, p . 1) ideas may be floated and ignored and moments of shared interaction and agreement may involve everyone or one partner. In this democratic world, adaptation or change can happen instantly or slowly morph through time in the same way that life can be seen as ongoing and evolving, inconclusive and incomplete. The freedom to express change, to allow radical decisions, to work with uncertainty and to change plans in order to better serve the common endeavour (or, the overall performance)
suggests an alignment with active democracy. The ability to express disagreement, to interrupt, or to be contentious without adverse repercussion, and then strive to find group consensus in a shared ending, makes these performances the ideal place to practise being a democratic community. It is socially engaged art-making whose agenda is simply collaborative presence and 'atunement' in an atmosphere of individual freedom. The audience members are also free to shift their engagement between any number of simultaneous occurrences-and even to move into the stage space and join in, call out or to offer suggestions or critique. They become part of the co-production, as critical commentator, witness or reporter.
Finding a shared language
In order for communication to take place, social psychologist Michael Argyle (1992, as cited in Heim, 2003) , points out that the inter-actors need a shared language and shared information, or shared ground. He adds that this shared ground is cumulative, that is, it builds up during the course of a conversation. Heim (2003) comments, "The logical content … is infused with and understood through the 
Art and democracy
The aesthetic philosopher Ranciere (2004 ii ) suggests that "art can contribute to the enactment of democracy because it allows for the kind of disruptive, disincorporating process of political subjectification through which democracy occurs" (p. 57). According to Ranciere, "artistic practices and political practices are … related because they share the same materials and logic" (p. 57). Educator Jane
Mc Donnell (2014) comments that while art may not always be democratic, it does open up channels for social comment that "disrupt and reconfigure natural logic" (p. 57). Our performed improvisations disrupt all expectations of logical or linear narrative and, instead, expose a human vulnerability, fragility and unknowingness that is, at the same time, assertive, highly conscious and, at times, potentially dangerous. The activity is a series of non-pre-determined meetings, conversations and negotiations that are worked out spontaneously and largely non-verbally in the moment-spontaneous and intuitive democracy in action. It is a ritualistic reenactment of our solidarity. As David Kertzer (1988) suggests, "ritual can produce bonds of solidarity without requiring uniformity of belief" iii (p. 67). In a similar sentiment, West African Congolese choreographer Faustin Linyekula argues for improvisation as "a survival tactic and a means of self-preservation rather than an expression of artistic taste" (Scott, 2010, p. 18) . In his words, improvisation is "a state of living, surviving in a hostile world … one needs to know how to improvise to stay alive" (Linyekula, 2005 , as cited in Scott, 2010 .
As a research platform
Shared Agendas events offer an expanded notion of the research environment and recognise that "theorizing is indeed creative practice" (Harris, Hunter, & Hall, 2015, p. 3) . They recognise improvised performance as a legitimate academic cross-disciplinary engagement that "may be seen as part of a move towards multisensory, multi-perspectival methods" (Harris et al., 2015, p. 3) . They also acknowledge that the research moment is a complete event in and of itself and not dependant on further analysis or any dissemination of results.
As a vehicle for inter-disciplinary research, Shared Agendas events become a medium for the organisation and validation of intuitive and sensory knowledge in ways that cut across individual, cultural and disciplinary difference, offering another kind of research platform within the university and providing a framework for reflection and critical exchange.
Theatre educator Jill Dolan (2001) reiterates the university's public responsibility and argues for artists and scholars as "public intellectuals" (p. 5). In line with the theme of this paper, she contends that "we should rehearse democracy through our productions and teaching" and "engage students in a critical understanding of democracy" (p. 8). In his book The Evolving Self, Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi (1993) At this point, I will briefly summarise some of the outcomes of this kind of spontaneous performance event as a means of practising being in or being part of socially just community engagement and invite the reader as an active participant, to add his/her own ideas:
• Shared ownership and decision-making. Ownership is with the group and any member may initiate an action or choose to sit out.
• Individual participants have the freedom to tell their own story, in their own disciplinary language and with the specific skills or abilities available to them (hence a valuing of diversity and inclusivity).
• Empathic engagement with others is fostered-within which contention or disagreement is accepted. This means tuning in, paying close attention, being prepared to let go of one's idea in order to serve the composition in its becoming. This engagement has the potential to continue once the performance concludes. As Harris et al. (2015) suggest, "Post-reading performance conversations also allow qualitative researchers to link their research to their teaching and larger open forums on pressing social issues" (p. 4).
• SA as a research platform for investigation into intuitive processes and the presentation of findings.
• Responsible community art/dance making (Gray, Baer & Goldstein, 2015) that challenges what Denzin (2003) refers to as an "aesthetic of objectivity" (p. 73). Denzin contends that "participatory aesthetics are achieved through community engaged work.
[T]his of, by, and for a community [can] create art that is extremely powerful because it presents a raw unpolished aesthetic that dives right for the heart of a story or event" (p. 21).
• Rather than a theatre of deception, Shared Agendas, in its spontaneity and lack of prior rehearsal, becomes an extension of our normal daily activities, a microcosm of society (Schechner, 1988) albeit agenda-less, non-analytical, spontaneous, irreverent and uncensored.
• SA events provide an opportunity for members of each of the artistic disciplines to practise their craft in a critical public arena and to learn related artistic languages.
To conclude
Like life itself, Shared Agendas is an unpredictable yet purposeful series of events demanding acute attentiveness to the action of self, others and environment from moment to moment. In these events the questions and answers are in the moment of doing, generating new questions as thought-action-responses in an ongoing search for resolutions.
As with any community or society, these random inter-disciplinary performance acts can contribute much to a healthy academic community-given the support of an educational system that emphasises cooperative participation and trans-disciplinary action-based problem solving-that supports inclusivity and accepts diverse teaching and learning methodologies. It becomes a kind of oasis within the, more common, academic world of disciplinary siloes. can speak in their own language simultaneously, yet remain distinct. In this kind of academic meeting, there is no vote to be had since the process will simply continue until an agreement is reached or an ending found. Our annual Shared
Agendas improvised performance events would seem to be a useful place to practice democracy in a playful community of shared interest.
